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Interpreting the Peace: Peace Operations, Conflict and Language in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, by Michael Kelly and Catherine Baker, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 
2013, 250 pp, £58.00 (hard cover), ISBN 9781137029836 
 
This thoughtful and deeply humane book recounts the role played by foreign-language 
experts – military linguists and foreign-language trainers, translators and interpreters – in 
peacekeeping operations across Bosnia-Herzegovina (henceforth “Bosnia” for short) during 
and after the 1992–1995 war. Based around interviews with these experts and their military 
colleagues, it gives revealing and often fascinating insights into what happened when British 
and other peacekeeping forces in particular found themselves confronted with not only a 
complex social and military reality, but also a complex linguistic one. What emerges in 
policy terms is a patchwork of some failures, more successes, and even more decent 
muddling-throughs. But most inspiring is how the interview-based research, modelled 
largely around oral history techniques, gives voice to the experiences of those whose 
professional identity lies in not having a voice of their own, but in voicing the messages of 
other people. Especially prominent here are the experiences of local Bosnian interpreters, of 
soldiers who happened to speak Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian as a heritage language, and 
military personnel who managed language-learning and interpreting provision.  
The 1990s wars of the Yugoslav succession, and especially the Bosnian conflict, 
formed Europe’s most traumatic event since 1945 – a brutal reminder that the “end of 
history”, trumpeted so triumphally after the implosion of state socialism, was no such thing. 
The arena for the language mediators’ experiences in this book is the peacekeeping 
operations during the Bosnian conflict – but especially in the years after, when the 
international Stabilisation Force (SFOR) attempted to support a return to normal social 
relations. This support was with the good will of most of the populace, it must be said; and 
the reason its successes were only modest lay less in SFOR’s actions, and much more in the 
“ethnic” divides fomented by those who started the conflict in order to grasp or maintain 
political power, and by Western politicians who perpetuated these divides in a peace 
settlement based on ethnicized partition.  
The conflict’s causes, course and aftermath are briefly but well sketched in the 
Introduction, and the myth that the war was driven by ancient ethnic hatreds rather than by 
recently-constructed ethnonationalist agendas is firmly dealt with. My only criticism is that 
the three warring ethnonationalist forces – Bosniak (Muslim), Bosnian Croat and Bosnian 
Serb – tend to be presented as rough equivalents (contrast the exemplary book-length 
account by Silber and Little, 1997). Here, I would point out that the largely Bosniak 
government in Sarajevo claimed to uphold a “multi-cultural” model of Bosnia (no matter 
how imperfectly it did so in practice), whereas the other two forces (most notoriously the 
Bosnian Serb rebels) used massacre, mass rape and mass expulsion as tools of policy. Of 
course, no report of recent social conflict can be neutral: both balance and bias are stances. 
This is because those who research it are inevitably embedded in, or have an attitude 
towards, what they research: hence my own stance in this review is conditioned by my 
positionality as a translator of Bosnian and Serbian literature and as an ex-student of 
Sarajevo University. It might indeed have been useful for the authors to have briefly 
explored this aspect of methodology, “subjecting the position of the observer to the same 
critical analysis as that of the constructed object” (Barnard, quoted by Inghilleri 2005:138) – 
especially as, in the Introduction and Conclusion, they explore so sensitively the techniques 
and ethics of how they gave voice to their interviewed informants.  
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In the Introduction and Appendix, the authors also trace the language breakup that 
paralleled the political breakup. Until the early 1990s, Serbo-Croat was seen officially as one 
language with two official varieties – like UK and US English, or Flanders and Netherlands 
Dutch, say. Its dismantling into a cluster of languages, totemically labelled to reflect the 
ethnoi of their users (Bosnian, Croatian, Serbian and Montenegrin), is explained clearly, 
economically and with expert sociolinguistic insight. This avoids the twin myths that Serbo-
Croat was an artificial construct, or that its successors are not separate languages because 
they are mutually comprehensible. This gives a good base for exploring the interpersonal and 
political consequences of this dismantling: how a British soldier who jokingly uses the Serb 
word for bread to a Bosnian-Croat baker during the war only narrowly escapes with his life 
(p. 38), for instance.  
When international peacekeeping forces entered Bosnia, very few members had 
functioning skills in these languages. Moreover, coming from 53 different countries, they 
used many different mother tongues. Each main chapter examines a different aspect of how 
these language divides were bridged, via a multi-faceted case study centred around those 
working in or for British forces. What makes this study particularly appealing is its reliance 
on long quotes from interviews with these people, interpreters and military linguists – who, 
interestingly, are all named rather than anonymized, which makes their voices all the more 
vivid. These are backed with some input from military personnel whom they worked with. 
The only voices I missed were those of the local Bosnian interlocutors – townspeople, 
politicians, soldiers – whose words the interpreters and linguists mediated. Gathering these a 
decade or more after their interpreted encounters, however, would have been extremely 
difficult. 
The first main chapter describes attempts, early in the deployment, to use British 
soldiers’ existing Bosnian-Croatian-Serbian (BCS) knowledge or to give them enough 
knowledge to function. This had mixed success. The few officers who spoke BCS as a 
heritage language could perform high-level oral tasks while having security clearance, but 
could rarely read fluently or translate. Moreover, their language identity (being a Serbian 
speaker, say) could lead them to suspicion of collusion with local (e.g. Bosnian-Serb) militia, 
and provoke distrust among locals with another language identity (e.g. Croatian). Attempts 
to teach soldiers BCS rarely succeeded, because of the length of time needed to build up 
advanced language proficiency. 
The second chapter analyses the role of “military interpreters”: UK military 
personnel with advanced BCS knowledge serving as designated language experts. Here, 
roles were often multiple: not only translating and interpreting, but also acting as liaison 
officers, whilst being aware of potential role conflicts (interpreter vs. mediator, say) and the 
limits on their language  proficiency. 
Chapter 3 describes how forces met this skills gap during the war by recruiting and 
supervising local BCS speakers as interpreters. This was usually “improvised” (p. 73), with 
varying recruitment conditions (English-language proficiency level, for instance) and job 
conditions (contracts, say, or whether interpreters were briefed before a task). An interesting 
aspect is how the potential sexual implications of largely young-female local interpreters 
working and socializing with largely young-male expat soldiers were (generally successfully) 
handled. Chapter 4 describes how language support was improved after the war via stricter 
training and quality-assurance structures. 
Chapter 5 explores the social implications of local interpreters working for foreign 
forces. One is the fact that interpreters were paid well above typical local earnings. Another 
is the concern by military forces for interpreters’ welfare, varying from exemplary (e.g. with 
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the British in Šipovo, this extended to wider charity support for the local community) to poor 
(e.g. interpreters for a Canadian forces being clearly treated as inferior employees to 
soldiers). A third is that interpreters provided continuity of information when foreign troops 
were regularly “rotated” in and out of Bosnia. 
Chapter 6 goes deeper into issues of interpreters’ ethnicity. It discusses, for instance, 
interpreters’ strategies to avoid mistrust by local interlocutors of different ethnicities (e.g. by 
replacing their Serb-Orthodox name with a Muslim one), and how liaison officers challenged 
such mistrust by deliberately using Bosnian-Serb interpreters in post-war encounters with 
Bosniak interlocutors. Conversely, interpreters had varying degrees of success in achieving 
impartiality in encounters where their own ethnic group’s interests were at stake, but most 
saw a stance of professional neutrality while interpreting as the best way of achieving trust 
among all interlocutors. Crucial, also, was being trusted by the peacekeepers – a trust that 
often had to be rebuilt each time a new contingent of troops replaced the old. 
Chapter 7 explores the challenges caused by language differences among the 
peacekeepers themselves. These were partially solved by the emergence of English and 
Russian as linguae francae. Sometimes local interpreters also played a role – e.g. by 
interpreting when Scottish and Indian soldiers did not understand each others’ varieties of 
English (p. 182). 
In the final chapter, the authors do not feel able to claim that language-mediation 
lessons were “learned” from the Bosnian-peacekeeping experience: language is too low a 
priority in military organizations for that. Nevertheless, they “identify” certain lessons: for 
instance, a recognition that civilian interpreters and translators can be trained to operate “at a 
high professional level” (p. 191), and that such levels are crucial for effective operations; that 
civilian interpreters play a wider mediating role between troops and locals than simply 
interpreting language; and that these interpreters’ rights and duties need codifying – the right 
to physical safety and adequate medical care, say, and the duty of impartiality in interpreting. 
In conclusion, language mediation for peacekeeping forces is an important field, but 
one that has hitherto attracted little academic scrutiny. This excellent and appealing book 
helps put that balance right. 
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